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Meet friends for an after-work aperitif and the chances are high that at least 
one gin and tonic will be ordered. What’s more, the gin won’t be the house 
standard, as in years past, but will instead be selected from a menu of carefully 
curated options: Tanqueray, Hendrick’s, Four Pillars and more. It’s indicative of 
a renewed interest in the spirit, which has translated into a global growth in gin 
sales – the total UK spend hit £1.4 billion in 2017, according to the Wine and Spirit 
Trade Association – and that’s not expected to slow down any time soon.
“There are a number of factors contributing to the rise of gin over the past five 
years,” says Jared Brown, Master Distiller of London’s Sipsmith distillery, which, 
when it opened in 2009, was the first new distillery in the British capital since 
1820. “First of all, we’re seeing gin return to an equilibrium it held in the past. 
Although it seems normal to us today for a bar to have three or four gins and 40 
whiskies, this wasn’t always the case. There was a time when you could find an 
almost equal number of whiskies and gins.”
In a simple sense, gin comes from steeping vodka – a neutral spirit – in aromatic 
botanicals (especially juniper) as it passes through a still, to impart a rich aroma 
and taste. It fell out of favour over the years, a result of poor recipes, limited 
production and bad publicity, but today’s increased global appetite for the 
spirit correlates with, among other things, the diversified use of herbs and 
spices in the small-batch distillation process.
“Gin is a particularly good spirit for showing off hand-crafting,” says Brown. 
“With such a broad and intriguing palate of botanicals to work with and so many 
traditions built up around it over the centuries, there are a lot of different roads 
for producers to follow in bringing a good gin to the market.”
This juniper-flavoured liquor has experienced a meteoric rise in popularity, thanks to the 
craft spirits movement and an explosion of botanical experimentation. Now, with a first 
distillery set to open in Hong Kong, the trajectory points ever higher. 手工精釀烈酒的熱潮， 
加上專家不停進行各種草本植物配方的試驗，造就了近年以杜松子調味的氈酒人氣急升。今天，香港也迎來 
首間氈酒蒸餾廠，氈酒的火紅程度可謂一時無兩。By Alice Franklin
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Daniel Szor, who founded the Cotswolds Distillery in the English countryside, 
attributes this rise in experimentation to a handful of key players who paved the 
way in the world of gin. “I would argue that we all owe a great debt to the folks 
at Bombay Sapphire,” he says, “because they took gin away from its traditional 
reputation as a rather one-dimensional flavour experience – essentially just a 
lot of juniper and alcohol. They were one of the first to have multiple botanicals 
from exotic places prominently listed on the label, which was never the case in 
the past.”
As a host of botanicals have become the backbone of different gins, no longer 
is it simply the all-powerful juniper that soaks through when you pour a shot – 
just look at Germany’s Monkey 47, which boasts the same number of fragrant 
additions. Aromatic herbs offer a complex and unique array of flavour profiles, 
and it’s up to each distiller to decide the recipe and process that will produce 
the best bottle and gain them a new legion of fans.
Step into Steven Newton’s Kowloon distillery – the first such home-grown 
space in Hong Kong – and you’ll find not only a specially commissioned copper 
still built by hand, but boxes of fragrant botanicals that have been tried and 
tested in the four years that he’s been working to obtain his distillery licence. 
Newton has mixed some of gin’s better-known friends – the likes of juniper, 
angelica root and cloves – with some less common botanicals, such as ginseng.
“I wanted to go for something that was very smooth with a bit of a floral flavour,” 
Newton explains. “A lot of the time I was trying to control the ginseng, so it didn’t 
overpower everything. It tastes of Hong Kong.”
This leads to the significance of provenance in production. Along with the 
use of carefully selected botanicals that seek to offer consumers something 
deeper than – and different from – what they’ve experienced before, there lies 
the question of how spirits can be influenced by the regions in which they’re 
made. During the last few years, the fascination with origin of goods has grown, 
and this extends to the world of gin. People nowadays are keen to buy local, to 
support businesses close to home and enjoy something appreciably inspired 
by the community. Cue Hong Kong Distillery and its Handover Gin.
Gin is a particularly good spirit for showing off hand-crafting.  
With such a broad palate of botanicals and so many traditions built up over the  
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Newton knows that as Hong Kong’s pioneer in distillation, he’s paving the way 
for others to follow, much as Sipsmith did in London, where there are now 
more than 20 gin distilleries. “Everyone said it was impossible, you can’t build 
a distillery in Hong Kong, but I wasn’t going away – if you turn me down here I’ll 
just come from another angle,” Newton says, of the perseverance it has taken 
for him to launch in the city. His is a passion that he hopes will lead Hong Kong 
consumers to a deeper appreciation for small-batch gin production, made as 
locally as possible. All the signs point in the affirmative.
Beyond botanical experimentation and provenance, the recent gin resurgence 
can also be attributed to the parallel ascendance of mixologists in the 
popularity stakes, both in Hong Kong and further afield. As they become more 
prominent ambassadors of the drinks industry, it’s fair to say the tipples they 
create will only rise to be more in demand, and gin is top of their list when it 
comes to building mixed beverages.
“Gin is a versatile and universal spirit that has the ability to be a binding base 
that doesn’t overpower other ingredients, as most brown spirits tend to do,” 
explains Himson Lam from Dr. Fern’s Gin Parlour, a Hong Kong bolthole that 
was named one of Asia’s 50 Best Bars in 2017. “The culture behind cocktail 
making has now expanded to include using gin in a variety of forms, not just in 
the classics, like martinis.”
This “ginaissance”, as it’s been affectionately coined, shows no signs of burning 
out, especially with the arrival of Hong Kong’s very first local distillery set to fan 
the flames. As small-batch businesses continue to take root, filling bottles with 
a spirit that is as unique as their communities, so those tending bar will find new 
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